Elizabeth in Maseru, which is the capital of the country, there are 100 nurses working in a 400-bed facility. In comparison, a similar-sized hospital here in Canada would typically employ over 1000 full and part-time nurses, in addition to over 100 Registered Practice Nurses. We also saw a nursery containing 35 (mostly very fragile) newborns staffed by one nurse who is there for 12 hours on her own. The lack of staffing is desperate. With the conditions being so poor and the pay so low, nurses and doctors who train in Lesotho are "poached" with frequency, not only by African countries, but also by those in the United Kingdom.
We saw pregnant women having to share beds before giving birth. We saw a woman dying, alone, after a birth. Even the most basic needs are unmet -there are no sheets for the beds. Almost all of the equipment needed for a modern hospital is missing or is broken and cannot be fixed. Laboratory equipment needed for HIV testing is faulty. There is almost nothing by way of radiology equipment. Even the washing machines and dryers are broken and laundry is spread outside on the grass to dry.
Up to this point, there has been no treatment for those suffering from HIV/AIDS in Lesotho. The anti-retroviral therapy that has been available in North America for many years has been, until now, beyond the reach of poor countries like Lesotho. Thanks to assistance from the Clinton Foundation, an organization that is consistently evolving, the government has negotiated purchase of those drugs at an affordable price -$150 per patient per year. This is a critical step in being able to encourage people to come forward for testing and treatment. While in Lesotho, we also visited a new clinic that has been built to begin the first anti-retroviral treatments.
Toward the end of our week-long visit, Hume, Joan and I were invited to a de-briefing and wrap-up meeting. Stephen Lewis, who was present for most of our visit, was clear that we would be expected to make a statement. Hastily we caucused, not knowing quite how to handle this and never having been in a position to make such a significant decision and commitment so quickly. However, being so moved by all that we had seen, and knowing the strength of the interest in Ontario, we made a commitment at that meeting to have a small team of doctors, nurses and pharmacists in Lesotho by World AIDS Day on December 1, 2004. At that time we took a leap of faith, but we are all proud and grateful that our commitment has been met, through the significant efforts of so many people. This is a great first step in responding to Stephen Lewis's challenge. The overall challenge of the pandemic in Africa is enormous. This project is small and it is focused in one tiny African country, and on one aspect of the pandemic -treatment. However, as Stephen Lewis himself said in a speech at this year's OHA Convention & Exhibition, this is about saving lives. It is about trying to contain the number of orphaned children.
We know that there are many healthcare professionals who would like to join in this endeavor. We are hoping that through this project, we will enable those who would like to do so to help. After the team that is now on the ground finishes its term, we hope to replace the team members with others to provide a continuous source of support to Lesotho.
One of the sights that was so unforgettable during our visit in August was a blackboard in a school classroom. It listed the dates of the funerals for the parents of students who had died of AIDS. There were three funerals in one week. The Principal of the school was delayed that day because he was attending one of them. It is our hope that from this first, small step, we can join with others across Canada and find sources of support from both government and the private sector to continue to reach out and join the fight against what is surely the world's biggest health challenge.
We are pleased to have the support of the Healthcare Quarterly, who will be publishing regular reports from Lesotho.
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